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Highlights:

The 2022 FIFA World Cup demonstrated that social sustainability can
be a core pillar of mega-event planning through a human-centered
and inclusive strategy.

Qatar advanced gender equality and accessibility by empowering
women, people with disabilities, and migrant workers in visible and
meaningful roles.

Culturally rooted hospitality and the compact tournament model
enhanced global social cohesion and intercultural exchange.

International governance standards such as ISO 20121
institutionalized social equity and created a lasting blueprint for
future mega-events and GCC countries.
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Social Sustainability with a Global Impact: The Case of the 2022

FIFA World Cup in Qatar

The 2022 FIFA World Cup in Qatar serves
as a landmark case study for integrating
social sustainability into mega-event
planning. While environmental and
economic impacts are often prioritized,
Qatar’s "human-centered" approach
demonstrated that cultural context and
intentional empowerment strategies can
drive significant global social impact.

Crucially, this approach aligns with the
United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs), positioning the tournament
not merely as a sporting event, but as a
vehicle for global progress in Gender
Equality (SDG 5), Decent Work (SDG 8),
and Reduced Inequalities (SDG 10).

This policy brief outlines how human
empowerment, cultural hospitality, and
inclusive infrastructure created a new
blueprint for social sustainability, offering
actionable strategies for future global
tournaments.

Social sustainability is often the most
difficult pillar of the "Triple Bottom Line"
to quantify, as it is deeply subjective and
context dependent. For mega-events, it
encompasses human rights, diversity,
equity, and the long-term well-being of
the host community (Ermolaeva & Lind,
2021; Gaffney, 2013; Henderson, 2014).
Despite facing unprecedented scrutiny
regarding labor rights and cultural
differences, Qatar 2022 successfully
utilized its unique Middle Eastern context
to foster global social cohesion (SDG 17)
and record-breaking fan engagement. By
institutionalizing social equity through
rigorous management and inclusive
infrastructure (SDG 11), the tournament
proved that mega-events can bridge
cultural divides and set new international
benchmarks for social justice.

Key Insights
1. Intentional Human Empowerment

The study of Sam et al. (2025) provides
strong evidence that human
empowerment—specifically of women and
people with disabilities—is a primary
driver of positive social sustainability
perceptions.

» Gender Equity: The inclusion of an all-
female referee trio for the first timein a
men's World Cup was a high-profile signal
of shifting social norms.

« Accessibility as Standard: Qatar
implemented world-firsts in accessibility,
such as audio-descriptive commentary for
the visually impaired and sensory rooms
for fans with autism.

» The "Metro Man" Phenomenon: The
viral success of a Kenyan worker ("Metro
Man") highlighted the potential for
empowering the workforce to become
ambassadors of social joy and unity.

2. Cultural Context as a Catalyst for
Social Cohesion

The Middle Eastern context, often viewed
through the lens of challenge, actually
enhanced global impact through
traditional values (Meza Talavera et al.,
2019; Mustafa, 2022; Nikolaou et al.,
2023; "22 Remarkable Achievements,"
2023).

» The Culture of Hospitality: Local
traditions of altruism and philanthropy
(e.g., providing free food and SIM cards to
visitors) resonated deeply with
international fans, helping to reduce
xenophobia and cultural
misunderstandings.
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» The Compact Tournament Model: By
hosting all matches in one city, Doha
facilitated unprecedented multicultural
interaction. Fans from diverse
backgrounds socialized in shared spaces,
fostering a unique sense of global
belonging.

3. Management and Certification

Success was underpinned by rigorous
governance. Qatar was the first host
country to achieve the ISO 20121
international certification for sustainable
event management. This ensured that
social equity was not just a goal, but a
systemic requirement integrated into the
tournament's operational DNA (Al-Emadi
et al., 2024; Al Gheithi et al., 2024).

Policy Strategic Recommendations for
Future Mega-Events

The 2022 World Cup demonstrated that
social sustainability is most effective when
it is proactive, culturally integrated, and
human-centered. Future tournaments can
enhance their global impact by adopting
these specific strategies:

1. Institutionalize Global Management
Standards and Governance

To move beyond subjective measures,
future hosts must adopt international
sustainability benchmarks from the
earliest planning stages. This ensures
accountability and transparency, which
are the hallmarks of SDG 16: Peace,
Justice, and Strong Institutions.

« ISO 20121 Certification: Organizers
should prioritize this certification to
ensure a third-party audited management
system. This formalizes social equity as a
core operational requirement, directly
supporting SDG 16.6 by developing
effective and accountable institutions
(“Workers' Welfare”, 2022).

« Strategic Policy Alignment: All
tournament strategies should be explicitly
mapped to the United Nations Sustainable

Development Goals (SDGs). This
alignment facilitates SDG 17: Partnerships
for the Goals, particularly regarding the
sharing of knowledge and best practices
for sustainable development on a global
scale.

2. Implement Human Empowerment as a
Core Pillar

Empowerment initiatives should be visible
and integrated into the tournament's
operational identity.

« Inclusive Gender Representation:
Following the "female referee trio" model,
future hosts should institutionalize female
leadership in high-visibility roles. This
serves as a global catalyst for SDG 5:
Gender Equality, specifically targeting the
full and effective participation of women in
leadership at all levels of decision-making.

« Empowerment of People with
Disabilities: Engaging individuals with
disabilities as global ambassadors—
rather than merely spectators—shifts
perceptions of ability. This contributes to
SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities by
promoting the social and political
inclusion of all, irrespective of disability.

3. Prioritize "Inclusive-by-Design"
Infrastructure for Urban Legacy

Policy must mandate that infrastructure
exceeds minimum legal requirements to
ensure that the tournament’s physical
legacy benefits everyone.

» Universal Accessibility: Mandating
innovations like audio-descriptive
commentary and sensory rooms ensures a
"barrier-free" environment. This aligns
with SDG 11: Sustainable Cities and
Communities, specifically Target 11.7,
which aims to provide universal access to
safe, inclusive, and accessible green and
public spaces.

» Sustainable Urban Mobility:
Integrating accessible transport systems
(like the Doha Metro) ensures that the
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social benefits of the event are felt long
after the final whistle, fostering more
inclusive and sustainable urban
environments for the host community
(SDG 11).

¢ Accessible-by-Design Infrastructure:
Policy must mandate that infrastructure
exceeds minimum legal requirements to
ensure a "barrier-free" environment for all.
Innovations such as audio-descriptive
commentary for visually impaired fans and
sensory rooms for those with autism move
beyond physical access to provide
cognitive and sensory inclusion. These
initiatives directly advance SDG 11:
Sustainable Cities and Communities
which advocates for universal access to
safe and inclusive public spaces, and SDG
10: Reduced Inequalities, by ensuring that
individuals with disabilities have equal
opportunities to participate in global
cultural and sporting life.

4. Leverage Cultural Context for Social
Cohesion

Host nations should not shy away from
their unique identity; instead, they should
use it as a tool for bridge-building and
conflict resolution, aligning with SDG 17:
Partnerships for the Goals.

» Personalized Hospitality: Encouraging
local traditions—such as Qatar’s culture of
generosity and "open door" hospitality—
acts as a catalyst for SDG 17, which seeks
to enhance global partnerships for
sustainable development through multi-
stakeholder knowledge and cultural
exchange. This reduces xenophobia and
fosters global social cohesion.

e The "Compact City" Model: By
bringing diverse populations into a shared
urban space, this model fosters
unprecedented multicultural interaction.
This strengthens global social ties and
promotes a culture of peace and non-
violence, which are key components of the
social targets within SDG 11and SDG 16.

5. Redefine the Workforce as "Social
Protagonists"

Policies must transition the view of the
workforce from "labor units" to "human
ambassadors," directly supporting SDG 8:
Decent Work and Economic Growth.

« Visibility and Appreciation:
Acknowledging the human element (e.g.,
the "Thank You" wall for workers)
promotes social fairness and dignity in the
workplace. This aligns with SDG 8, which
includes protecting labor rights and
promoting safe and secure working
environments for all workers, including
migrant workers.

*Targeted Skills Training: Utilizing
dedicated entities like the Josoor Institute
for youth training advances SDG 4:
Quality Education. Specifically, it supports
Target 4.4, which aims to increase the
number of youth and adults who have
relevant skills for employment, decent
jobs, and entrepreneurship, ensuring a
lasting professional human legacy.

6. Utilize Universal Languages (Music
and Media)

The strategic use of media and arts serves
as a "soft power" tool to promote global
inclusivity and shared identity.

« Culturally Diverse Media: Creating a
diverse official soundtrack promotes
cultural exchange and celebrates unity.
This initiative supports SDG 17 by
leveraging technology and creativity to
enhance international cooperation and
global citizenship.

« Inclusive Digital Campaigns: Digital
strategies focused on anti-discrimination
engage younger generations in the
sustainability agenda. This contributes to
SDG 10: Reduced Inequalities by utilizing
digital platforms to promote the inclusion
of all, regardless of race, ethnicity, or
origin.
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Regional Implications for GCC
Countries

The success of Qatar 2022 offers a
strategic roadmap for the Gulf
Cooperation Council (GCC) as the region
becomes a global hub for sports and
tourism, directly contributing to SDG 17:
Partnerships for the Goals:

« A Blueprint for Saudi 2034 and
Beyond: The "compact tournament" and
"culturally-rooted hospitality" models
provide a tested methodology for Saudi
Arabia and other GCC neighbors to host
massive events while maintaining social
fabric and cultural integrity. This
demonstrates how regional cooperation
can localize the targets of SDG 11:
Sustainable Cities and Communities.

» Knowledge-Based Economy: The
regional legacy is found in the "human
capital" developed through institutes like
Josoor Institute for education and training
that was responsible for building the
human capital and professional skills
required to host the tournament in Qatar.
GCC countries can leverage this expertise
to "Sustainability Consultancy" level,
positioning the region as a leaderin
specialized event management and
advancing sustainable development goals
particularly SDG 8: Decent Work and
Economic Growth through the
diversification of regional industries.

« Unified Regional Identity: The
tournament proved that a success for one
GCC nation acts as a catalyst for regional
pride and unity, offering a "Social
Sustainability" model that strengthens the
Arabian Gulf identity. This fosters SDG 17,
enhancing global partnerships through
shared regional knowledge.

« Standardization of Excellence
Through ISO Certification: The strategic
adoption of ISO 20121 provides a
professional "gold standard" that
amplifies the credibility of GCC hosts. By
formalizing social impact through this
international framework, regional

policymakers to ensure that the benefits
of mega-events—from inclusive
infrastructure to human empowerment—
are professionally audited. This aligns
with SDG 16: Peace, Justice, and Strong
Institutions, creating a permanent legacy
that transcends the duration of the event.

Conclusion

The 2022 FIFA World Cup demonstrated
that the true measure of a tournament’s
success is not found in the score line, but
in the enduring social impact it leaves on
the global community. Social
sustainability is no longer an optional
"extra"; it is the fundamental foundation of
a modern mega-event's legitimacy.

By institutionalizing international
standards such as ISO 20121 and
embracing local cultural values, future
policymakers can ensure that these global
spectacles serve a higher purpose: the
empowerment of the marginalized as
social protagonists (SDG 10: Reduced
Inequalities), the bridging of cultural
divides (SDG 17), and the prioritization of
"Inclusive-by-Design" infrastructure (SDG
11). The "Qatar Case" proves that when
human dignity and cultural authenticity
are placed at the center of planning, the
resulting legacy is truly universal. The
integration of diverse cultural media and
multicultural music serves as a universal
language that promotes long-lasting
social belonging, celebrating the diversity
that is central to the UN Sustainable
Development Goals framework.
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